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The broker who acted on their behalf had his office in the rue du Bouloi. It consisted of two very small rooms, in which there was not enough sugar to do the honours to a clever dog. The manager, Riccoboni, before taking any new clients, made inquiries, or pretended to make inquiries, about their solvency. But his principal precaution was to demand the payment of a substantial guarantee. For a purchase of about twelve thousand francs, Germaine had had to make a deposit of five thousand, and she had to pay six per cent interest on the remainder, which Riccoboni was supposed to have advanced.
For this was a matter of operations alleged to be for cash. The exploiters of the mania for speculation were afraid, no doubt, that operations on margin would not be understood by the vast profane public at which they aimed. The purchaser must be able to say to himself that his sugar was waiting for him somewhere, in a clean corner of a warehouse, sheltered from the rain. (Just imagine a leak in the roof, right over your twenty thousand kilos I It was enough to give you the shivers. True, the weather was dry.) Riccoboni had, indeed, remarked that, in addition to his six pet cent interest in advance, he would be justified in demanding warehousing expenses. But he was not going to quarrel about trifles like that. Everybody looked forward confidently to a rise to ninety francs, a quotation which Riccoboni predicted for the end of December 1908.
Unfortunately, the rumour ran, and circulated readily among these novices in speculation, with their nerves on edge, that the government was taking a hand, and that, to avoid a giddy rise in prices, which humble consumers would have to pay, it was going to insist that purchasers should actually receive their sugar. Germaine saw herself transporting twenty thousand boxes of a kilo apiece and piling them up in her three-room apartment. The sitting-room would be choked with them. There would be sugar under the bed and in the bathtub.
And how was she going to get rid of it afterwards ? Let her face the worst. Offer it to the grocer at the corner ?